S e  l   f: A Visual Study of Dissociation by Cooper, Bear & Goloborotko, Sheila
S e  l   f : A Visual Study of Dissociation
Bear Cooper
bearjcooper@gmail.com  bearmaidart
University of North Florida
Department of Art and Design
Mentor: Sheila Goloborotko
Objective To create a method that combines art and science in order to create a visual study of dissociation.
Introduction Experiencing prolonged sexual abuse can lead to a shift in the sense of self as the mind tries to protect itself. Low self-esteem and guilt are some familiar symptoms
of this; dissociation and depersonalization are less commonly understood. “Dissociation” is an umbrella term that refers to disorders and experiences that are characterized by a loss of
access to - or control over - mental processes. Through a combination of scientific and creative research, I seek a deeper understanding of the dissociative effects that trauma leaves
behind. Though dissociative effects can arise from experiencing trauma of any kind, I am drawing on personal experiences of sexual abuse to inform the direction of this study.
Method In order to create a visual study that bridges the gap between art and science, the method I used would also need to be interdisciplinary. This led
me to the construction of a three-part method: Research, Reflect, and Render. The simplicity of this method allowed for repeatable cycles which let me
push my research deeper each cycle.
Discussion I found this interdisciplinary approach to be very effective. This method of Research, Reflect, and Render can be used in a cyclical nature to push yourself artistically. 
The inclusion of scientific research allowed me to have a much richer understanding of the mechanisms within the brain that cause dissociative symptoms. It provided a stronger foundation 
for my experience with these symptoms. By combining this knowledge with artistic expression, I am able to create solid representations of dissociation, which by nature is intangible.
Render
By using this method of research and reflection, I was able to create a visual study on the dissociative
effects of sexual trauma. This compiled source of knowledge was used to guide my creative decisions.
In the rendering stage of this study I used zinc etching plates to create a series of prints that would act as a
visual representation of dissociation. I used metal needles to carve into a zinc plate and create lines in my
pieces. I created tonality by coating the plate in pine rosin and exposing it to acid in varying degrees. I then
coated the plates in ink and rolled them through an etching press to print onto paper.
Once I had prints created, the cycle was completed. However, that allowed opportunity for an additional
cycle of this method to dig deeper into my research. The first round of printed images became yet another
data source I could study and reflect upon. How else could these prints be used to communicate these
psychological effects? What alternative methods can be used with these etchings to communicate these
dissociative exerperiences?
Research
To begin, I delved deep 
into scientific research 
regarding dissociation, 
depersonalization, and 
trauma’s effect on 
identity. From this large 
bibliography, I took notes 
and took diagnostic tests, 
and then compiled a 
working document with 
all pertinent information. 
Through this research I 
cultivated a deeper 
understanding of both  
the physical and 
psychological science 
behind dissociative 
events.
Reflect
After research, I began the reflective portion of the
study. This involved a two-fold reflection on both
the data I had compiled and my personal
experience. In this period, I sought to merge both
sets of information together to
find points
of connection.
I created word maps
and sketches to
bring the scientific
data together with the
intangible feelings
they describe. I also
studied my own
journal entries and
poems to see how
my personal narrative
was reflected in this
compilation of data.
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